AKSHARASURY A: Peer-Reviewed, Multi Lingual E-Journal. E-ISSN: 2583-620X

INEQUALITY AND INCLUSION:
AN OVERVIEW OF SCHEDULED CASTES’
Socio-Economic CoNDITIONS IN RURAL KARNATAKA
Rakesh Rajendrakumar Deskar

Teaching Faculty, Department of Political Science, Dr. Manmohan Singh
Bengaluru City University, Bengaluru.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.18849232

ABSTRACT:

Indian society has historically been characterized by a
hierarchical caste structure that has significantly influenced access to
resources, opportunities, and social mobility. Scheduled Castes (SCs),
positioned at the lowest level of this hierarchy, have experienced
persistent social exclusion, economic deprivation, and limited access to
education and political participation. Despite constitutional safeguards
and numerous welfare initiatives introduced after independence, disparities
continue to exist, particularly in rural areas. This study examines the
socio—economic conditions of Scheduled Castes in Karnataka with
special emphasis on livelihoods, education, health, and government
interventions. The paper also evaluates the effectiveness of welfare
policies, including the Scheduled Castes Sub-Plan Act, and highlights
the challenges that continue to impede inclusive development. The study
concludes with policy recommendations to strengthen social justice and
human development outcomes among Scheduled Castes.
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1. Introduction

Indian society is characterized by remarkable diversity in terms of
culture, religion, language, and social organization. Among its most
distinctive features is the caste system, which historically structured social
relations and determined access to opportunities. The caste hierarchy
placed certain communities at the lower end of the social order, subjecting
them to discrimination and exclusion from mainstream society. These
communities are presently recognized as Scheduled Castes under the
Indian Constitution.

For centuries, Scheduled Castes experienced social injustice in
multiple forms, including denial of access to education, economic
resources, and participation in public life. They were often compelled to
engage in occupations considered menial or impure, resulting in social
stigma and economic deprivation. Despite the abolition of untouchability
and the introduction of affirmative action policies after independence,
inequalities continue to persist, particularly in rural regions where
traditional social norms remain influential.

Karnataka provides a significant context for studying these issues
because Scheduled Castes constitute a notable proportion of the state’s
population and are distributed across various sub-castes with diverse
socio—economic characteristics. While the state government has introduced
several welfare programs, disparities in living conditions, education, and
employment opportunities remain evident. This study aims to analyze the
socio—economic realities of Scheduled Castes in rural Karnataka and
assess the effectiveness of policy interventions designed to promote their
development.

2. Objectives of the Study
The major objectives of this research are:

1. To examine the socio—economic conditions of Scheduled Castes in
rural Karnataka.

2. To analyze educational attainment, employment patterns, and income
levels among SC households.

3. To assess access to government welfare schemes and development
programs.

4. To identify major challenges affecting socio—economic mobility.

To suggest policy measures for improving the overall status of
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Scheduled Castes.
3. Methodology

This research is primarily based on secondary data sources,
including government reports, census statistics, scholarly publications,
and policy documents related to Scheduled Castes and rural development.
A descriptive and analytical approach has been adopted to interpret
available data and identify trends in socio—economic conditions. The
study also incorporates conceptual discussion to understand structural
inequalities affecting marginalized communities.

4. Socio-Economic Profile of Scheduled Castes in Karnataka
4.1 Demographic Characteristics

Scheduled Castes form a considerable portion of Karnataka’s
population and consist of numerous sub-castes such as Madiga, Holeya,
Adi Karnataka, and others. Many of these communities reside in rural
areas where economic opportunities are limited and dependence on
agriculture is high. Settlement patterns often reflect social segregation,
with SC households living in separate hamlets or colonies on the outskirts
of villages. The demographic distribution indicates both population growth
and gradual improvements in health indicators, although disparities remain
when compared to other social groups.

4.2 Education

Education plays a crucial role in improving socio—economic
mobility and reducing inequalities. Over the years, literacy levels among
Scheduled Castes in Karnataka have increased due to government
initiatives such as scholarships, free textbooks, mid-day meal programs,
and residential schools. These measures have encouraged school enrolment
among children from disadvantaged backgrounds.

However, several challenges persist. Poverty forces many children
to discontinue education at an early stage, particularly in rural areas where
families depend on child labour for household income. Gender disparities
also affect educational attainment, with girls facing additional obstacles
such as early marriage and domestic responsibilities. Access to higher
education remains limited due to financial constraints and lack of
awareness about opportunities.
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4.3 Employment and Occupation

Employment patterns among Scheduled Castes in rural Karnataka
are largely characterized by dependence on agricultural labour and other
low-income occupations. Landlessness is a significant issue, as many SC
households do not own agricultural land and rely on daily wage
employment. Seasonal fluctuations in agricultural activities further
contribute to income instability.

Although reservation policies have enabled some individuals to
obtain government jobs and professional employment, a large proportion
of the population continues to work in informal sectors with minimal job
security. Skill development opportunities are often inadequate, limiting
occupational mobility. Government programs aimed at self-employment
and skill training have produced positive outcomes for certain beneficiaries,
but broader impact requires improved implementation and awareness.

4.4 Income and Poverty

Economic deprivation remains one of the most serious challenges
faced by Scheduled Castes. Low wages, irregular employment, and lack
of productive assets contribute to persistent poverty. Many households
struggle to meet basic needs such as food, healthcare, and education.
Limited access to formal credit institutions further exacerbates financial
insecurity. Without collateral or documentation, individuals often depend
on informal moneylenders, resulting in indebtedness. Poverty also affects
health outcomes, nutrition levels, and overall quality of life.

4.5 Housing and Basic Amenities

Housing conditions among Scheduled Castes vary significantly, but
many rural households continue to live in inadequate dwellings with
limited infrastructure. Issues such as lack of sanitation facilities, safe
drinking water, and electricity are common in marginalized settlements.
Government housing schemes have improved living standards for some
families by providing financial assistance for constructing permanent
houses. However, population growth and implementation challenges mean
that many households remain without adequate housing.

4.6 Health and Nutrition
Health conditions among Scheduled Castes are closely linked to

socio—economic factors such as poverty, sanitation, and access to healthcare
services. Malnutrition, especially among children and women, remains a
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concern due to inadequate dietary intake and limited awareness about
nutrition. Access to healthcare facilities is often restricted in rural areas
due to distance, transportation barriers, and financial constraints. Public
health programs have contributed to improvements, but disparities in
health outcomes persist when compared to other communities.

4.7 Social Discrimination and Exclusion

Despite legal protections, caste-based discrimination continues to
affect the daily lives of Scheduled Castes in rural areas. Social exclusion
may occur in subtle forms, including unequal treatment in workplaces,
segregation in community events, and limited access to social networks
that facilitate economic advancement. Such discrimination not only
restricts opportunities but also affects self-confidence and psychological
well-being, further reinforcing socio-economic inequality.

5. Government Initiatives for Development

The Government of Karnataka has implemented several programs
aimed at improving the socio—economic conditions of Scheduled Castes.
The Social Welfare Department plays a central role in planning and
implementing schemes related to education, employment, housing, and
livelihood support. Programs include scholarships for students, financial
assistance for self-employment, housing schemes, and skill development
initiatives. Administrative implementation occurs at state, district, and
taluk levels to ensure outreach across regions.

6. Scheduled Castes Sub-Plan and Policy Interventions

One of the major policy measures introduced in Karnataka is the
Scheduled Castes Sub-Allocation initiative, designed to ensure that
development funds are allocated proportionately according to population
share. The policy aims to prevent diversion of funds and promote targeted
development programs benefiting marginalized communities. Such
measures represent an important step toward inclusive planning by
ensuring accountability and resource allocation for disadvantaged groups.
However, effective implementation and monitoring remain critical for
achieving desired outcomes.

7. Political Participation and Empowerment

Political empowerment has improved significantly due to reservation
policies in local governance institutions. Representation in Panchayati Raj
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institutions has enabled Scheduled Castes to participate in decision—
making processes and access development resources. Nevertheless,
challenges such as limited authority, social pressure, and lack of leadership
training affect effective participation. Capacity-building initiatives are
essential for strengthening political empowerment.

8. Major Challenges

The study identifies several persistent challenges affecting socio—
economic development:

- Landlessness and dependence on wage labour

+ Educational inequality and school dropout rates
- Poverty and limited income opportunities

+ Social discrimination and exclusion

- Inadequate access to healthcare and sanitation

- Implementation gaps in welfare schemes

+ Gender inequalities within SC communities

Addressing these issues requires integrated development strategies
focusing on economic empowerment and social inclusion.

9. Findings and Discussion

The overall analysis indicates gradual improvement in socio-
economic conditions among Scheduled Castes in Karnataka over recent
decades. Government interventions have increased literacy rates, improved
housing conditions, and enhanced political representation.

However, structural inequalities rooted in historical disadvantage
continue to aFfect opportunities for advancement. Education has emerged
as a key factor in improving socio-economic mobility, but access to
quality education remains uneven. Economic empowerment is constrained
by lack of land ownership and limited access to capital. The benefits of
welfare schemes are often uneven due to lack of awareness, bureaucratic
delays, and implementation challenges. Strengthening monitoring
mechanisms and community participation can improve effectiveness.

10. Summary

The socio—economic conditions of Scheduled Castes in rural
Karnataka reflect both progress and persistent inequality. Constitutional
safeguards and welfare programs have contributed to improvements in
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education, housing, and political participation, yet structural barriers such
as poverty, landlessness, and discrimination continue to limit development.

Achieving sustainable empowerment requires a comprehensive
approach that combines education, economic opportunities, social
awareness, and effective governance. Inclusive development policies must
focus on improving access to resources while addressing social attitudes
that perpetuate inequality. Empowering Scheduled Castes is essential not
only for social justice but also for achieving equitable and sustainable
development in India.
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